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Reactions to the Papal Shooting 

r ITS anntvste 'dart itanht that Xtra t*-"' The imD&Ct cif any Sovh 


By Gould F. Sob 

WASHINGTON - Italy’s Investigation 
into the shooting of the pope may be titil- 
lating the public, but the reaction of gover- 
ment and church officials in the U.S. has 
been intrigulngly subdued. 

As the world now knows, Italian investi- 
gators are doggedly tracking evidence sug- 
gesting that Bulgaria and, by extension, 

. the Soviet Union may have propelled Meh- 
I met All Agca into St Peter's Square to try 
to kill Pope John Paul n on May 13, 1981. 
The evidence is far from conclusive, but 
the im pHrattmts of any Soviet involvement 
’ in the assassination attempt would be huge 
for both the Catholic Church and the U.S. 
government 

- Yet neither speaks officially about the 
issue. Government officials are reluctant 
to address it even privately. “The attitude 
around here, at least of responsible people, 
is shut up and let this thing unfold," says 
an aide to Secretary of State George 
Shultz. 

similar ly, the shooting hasn’t noticeably 
affected the deliberations of Catholic bish- 
ops over a draft statement on nuclear- 
aims policies— a statement that has been 
criticized for Ignoring Soviet intentions and 
methods. "The discussion of the attempted 

- assassination of the pope hasn’t entered 
into our discussion and our deliberations 
>40 the draft letter at all,’’ says Bishop 
George Fulcher of Columbus, one of five 
prelates revising the draft. Other partici- 
pants say they expect the shooting investi- 
gation to' have some eventual impact, but 
not much. 


r ui. analysts 'don’t doubt that Agca 1*'* " The impact of any Soviet Unk is shut- 
linked to Bulgaria and its arms and drug- Marly profound for Catholic leaders is the 
smuggling operations. But they haven't seen • -XLS. “Like a lot of people, becauseoftbe 


very ugly implications that conclusion has, 
we’re proceeding cautiously, circum- 
spectly,’’ says Russell. Shaw, a spokesman 
for the National Conference of Catholic 
Bishops and the U& Catholic Conference. 

■ But this desire to be cautious arises in 
the midst of a divisive debate over whether 


evidence that his cannectknrtranslates into 
a Bulgarian or Soviet command to Mil the 
pope. “There’s very circumstantial evidence 
,the Italians are using that wouldn’t stand 
; close scrutiny,*’ says one offidaL 

Besides their skepticism, though, U.S. of- 
ficials have important tactical reasons tor PH 

keeping quiet The Stale Department ref' -bidiops have" been too -circumspect in the 
sons that the UA. would only damage the assessing dangers from the Soviet 

credibility of. ffie. Itahaa JnvestlgaaianJf ti' Union. The debate is being canted on 
appeared to be pushing It along. I don't mostly ta deliberations on the bishops' pro- • 

i think we could in any fashion help the effort, . , ^7^' 

and probably could hurt it, if we appeared to 
be making tt a propaganda effort," says 
State Department aide. 

Sen. Altonse D’ Amato CR., N.Y.), who, 
has researched the assassination and is tn-_ 
dined to believe there is a Bulgarian con- - 


Shying Away From the Issue 

Tbe reasons tor this low-key reaction in 
the U.S are complex. In part church -and 
government officials shy away from the is- 
sue simply because the enormity of the im- 
plications of some Soviet involvement 
make them want more conclusive evi- 
dence. *’■•?• - 

From the beginning, knowiedgeahle v C.S. 
nfftrtait ay, the American intelligence com- 
munity has been skeptical that the Soviet.} 
KGB was the shooting or could be/ 
dearly linked to it through Bulgaria. This 
skepticism cont inu es- despite Italy's recent 
urest of one Bulgarian, its implication of 
others and the fact that some Italian offi- 
cials have publicly endorsed the theory that 
/Moscow wanted the pope killed to stop him' 
from - interferin g in Polish affairs, f 
Agca 'has given Italian investigators con- 
vincing evidence that he worked dosely with 
Bulgarians identified as secret agents, U.S. 
experts acknowledge. And Agca apparently 
has said the Bulgarians hatched the shooting 
plot The Bulgarian secret service, in turn, 
has a long history of acting only under or- 
ders from the KGB. ■' * 


nectiom, thinks this rationale is sound. The 
VS. government, be says, has “rightfully 
underplayed” the investigation so it can’t be 
nrenseri of •’manipulation of the news." 

UJL analysts also are waiting for an 
Important decision Italy has to make in the 
next few weeks: whether to prosecute Ser- 
gei Ivanov Antonov, the alleged Bulgarian 
accomplice they have in custody. A deci- 
sion to prosecute would be read by Ameri- 
can officials as a tigs Italy may have a 
case that is becoming more sound. 

In the meantime, the U.S. hasn’t under- 
taken any independent investigation, a nd 
Under Secretary of Stale Lawrence Bagfe- . 
burger has warned some officials against 
s peculating about the I talian inquiry. 

But to critics, the U.S. government 's si- 
lence and Insistence on more evidence*' 
amount to an attempt to avoid the grim 
p ytiKiwu! that would have to be drawn 
from a Soviet link. The* critics assert 
that positive proof of a Soviet role canV 
ever befound, but that the VS. has seen., 
more than enough convincing etr cnmstan- 
•tial evidence to begin speaking up. • 

“What you know already is much more 
i^than one would expect to know" about an 
^assassination plot, says one congressional 


posed pastoral letter -criticizing nuclear 
arms and policies. -A committee of bishops 
is revising the letter and should complete 
its rewriting by mid-March. The new ver^ 
sion then vtill be distributed to all the bisb-_ . 
ops, and they are scheduled to gather and 

discuss it .in Chicago in May. 

Some church officials believe tbst.-re- 
gardless of bow the investigation is going, 
the shooting shouldn’t affect deliberations 
-over the morality of nuclear arms and poli- 
cies. "We’re trying to analyze these issues 
as moral issues in an objective way,” rays 
Bishop Thomas Gumbleton of Detroit, a 
leader of the church’s pacifist movement 
and one of those working on the letter. : - 

And he doesn't think bishops need to 
change their thinking about the Soviets be- 
cause of the shooting inquiry. “In regard 
to the Soviet Union and their being armed, 
we’ve already addressed tint In the let- 
ter,” be says. “We haven’t done It enough, 
but we aren’t naive about the Soviet Un-, 
km." ' v 

Bishop Gumbleton thinks the assassina- 
tkm inquiry will have an impact, but he 

suspects it will be on the reception tiie let- 
ter receives rather than on its content 
East European ethnic groups ' in the UA. 
already have beencrttical of the letter tor 
failing to discuss tiie Soviets more, he 
says. “This wifi only intensify their antago- 
nisms” and make tt harder tor them to 
grasp (he arguments of nuclear-freeze afr 
: vocates, be adds, v s ^ r -; •-/»• 

A ‘General Acknowkdganent’__. 


* Me ’ . pTexas, who also has spoken forcefully 

- 7 • s -ii'hiiZni against m 


; je don’t care.' 

•I t, ' to the long run. though, tt vrotod be vwy_ 
': U difficult to ignore any proof of a Soviet link 
r to the shooting of i world religious leader." 
t soviet compBctty would raise new ques- 
u?- Hons about whether the U5. should cooper- 
j ate with the Kremlin to mattes like arms- 
i ‘ control treities’ and summit' negotiations. 

1 . it also could affect the struggle between 
the superpowers for the friendship of peo- ; 
pies to regions like heavily Catholic Latin 
! : America. . .... . 


p A CAA&v ww -mmmm i 

►against nuclear-weapons production, tttftks 1 
,lhe assassination issue will , at least mar- - 
gtoally affect the final version of the tosh- * 
ops’ statement He suspects that bishops' 
f now might want to include a “clearer rec-, 
ognltion" of the problems caused by “athe- j 
istic communism,"-’* ’-V. ; • ’V' 
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